um For the New Millennium . . |
]  NEWSLETTER
Association for Death Education and Counseling

Volume 26, Issue 3 (Reprint)

An International, Interdisciplinary Organization _ May/June 2000
PROFESSIONALEDEVELOPM ENTITHEMESSYICIDE W43

Suicide: How Can We Talk to the Children?

By Linda Goldman
mee—7] * What Is Suicide? A Child’s Definition

5 ¥ Be. N Suicide is when people decide they do not want
b R

repeatedly, we can create a “teachable moment” of dialogue about

the subject of suicide, present viable alternatives and policies to
their body to work anymore and they stop their bullying and victimization, and provide safe ways to work through

body from working. They are so, so, so sadorso, dangerous and scary feelings in our classrooms, homes, and com-
5| SO, SO angry or so, so, 5o depressed that their mind | munites.
f= becomes mixed up. They forget they can get help.

Therapists and educators must provide models of constructive
There is always another way (Goldman, 1998).

ways to cope with depression, and explain how to deal with others
who may be thinking or acting as if they want to harm themselves.
Training for children, therapists and educators on suicide aware-
ness, (targeting signs of depression in children and adolescents
and ways to work with them), and open and honest dialogue about

Children and Suicide in Today’s World
The topic of suicide and children is one that has been approached
with great difficulty. All too often parents, educators, therapists,

and other caring professionals are unwilling or unable to speak of ch_fﬁc;ult subjects can ease the way to a natural grief process by
the issues surrounding suicide with today’s youth. Yet in our na- ehmxr:atmg much of the guilt, shame, and silence surrounding
tion and in our world, young people are inundated and overwhelmed today’s youth and suicide.
directly and vicariously with issues of suicide. The media, acting as
a surrogate parent, extended family, and ongoing source of amuse-
ment and stimulation creates graphic accounts for all kids to wit-
ness, and potentially glorify and imitate. Suicide/murder rampages
in our schools, suicide/murder devastations within family systems
and terrorist suicide/murder traumas within our communities are
relived over and over again in the name of news.
Children as survivors of suicide are becoming an increasingly . ..
large population. Thousands of children a year will have a parent The Silence of Suicide
die of suicide, while hundreds of thousands of others will live with  Our society so often sends out a message that children are too
friends or family members suffering from depression and suicidal young to talk about suicide. A first grade teacher died of suicide
thoughts. Suicide has become the second leading cause of death ~ and the school requested help with the children. “Linda, please
with young people in the United States today, with one young help us talk with the children about death. We’ve decided not to tell
person every 90 minutes dying of suicide. Children at youngerand  the children about the suicide.” I find my hands are tied. If I must
younger ages are living with suicidal ideation, making suicide at-  persist in emphasizing that without telling the children the truth,
tempts, and dying, of suicide. they cannot fully grieve the death of their teacher. Similarly, in
Our inability to discuss the topic of suicide openly with children ~ 2nother case, a twelve-year-old named Thomas hung himself on
can create an atmosphere of fear, isolation and loneliness that can  the playground after school. The next morning, the tree where he °
be far more devastating than the death of a loved one. As grief died was cut down. This school system never mentioned to any of
therapists, counselors, and educators, we need to create and model  the students how Thomas died.
ways to discuss suicide with children through the use of age-ap- When Ellen was six, her mom died of suicide. Just before being
propriate language, teachable moments, and non-judgmental val-  Sent off to camp, she was told that Mom died, but not told how. At
ues. age twenty, Ellen learned that it was suicide. Devastated and shocked,
_ When suicide/murder rampages such as the tragedy at Colum-  Ellen spent many of her adult years feeling angry, frustrated, and
bine High are broadcast by the media for our children to wimess

A useful paradigm for working with kids and suicide is remem-
bering ““What is mentionable is manageable.” Helping children de-
fine suicide, giving age-appropriate explanations, remembering good
and difficult memories about the loved one, sharing real life events
about their depression, and listening without judgment about is-

sues involving suicide can begin to free the natural flow of grief all
too often blocked when a suicide occurs.

Continued on page 2
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Suicide: How Can We Talk to the Children?
continued from page 2

aske.d if she had called any of her old friends. “No,” she explained
“1did not because if | called them 1 would have to tell them that m):
dad dl.esi and then I would have to tell them how my dad died.”
Remaining ashamed and silent, Kelly experienced not only the death

of her dad, the shame and stigma around the way her dad died, but
the secondary loss of friendships as well.

Loss of Trust of the Emotional Environment
Kelly experienced yet another loss after her dad’s suicide, the loss
of the trust of her emotional environment. Soon after her dad’s
death, Kelly began feeling Mom was always “on her case,” fearful
of drug use, promiscuity, and failing grades. Six months later, Mom
shared a deep secret; her husband left this note. “It is your fault 1
am killing myself. Please do not tell Kelly how I died. And remember
to keep an eye on her because you know suicide runs in our fam-
ily.” Only after she could speak of this note could she begin to
acknowledge the overwhelming terror of the prophecy that suicide
could happen to her daughter too.

Magical Thinking, Guilt, and Over-Responsibility
Jane was a ten-year-old whose mother had died of suicide by shoot-
ing herself in the head in the closet of her bedroom while Jane was
watching TV. Jane told her counselor at school that she was happy

This s me oadHus 15 my spoul.
The Pa(n is n tha centrt of ‘my soul,
Tts kind of ke o diseosa .

Sometimres THeel e K.'lh'ns mqsel-c go Tl disapeor
and nd have Pafn.

A child illustrates his feelings after the sudden death of his
brother.

Reprinted with permission, in Breaking the silence: A guide to help
children with complicated grief. (Goldman, 1996). '

Continued on page 4
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her mom killed herself. She explained, “My mom wanted to kill hei-
selfand if she is happy, 1 am happy.” Jane’s mom had suffered with
depression for many years, and Jane had explained to her counse-
lor, “It was my job to make my mom happy and I could never do it
right.” Kids and adults often feel an overresponsibility, guilt, and
magical thinking that they could have saved this person.

Sometimes with difficult relationships, children may feel a con-
scious or unconscious sense of relief that they no longer have the
impossibie task of making that person happy and well.

Suicidal Thoughts and F eelings in Children
Children can experience depression and not have the language or
the emotional support to process difficult feelings. These thoughts
and feelings often remain hidden, with no outlet. Often children
cannot or will not verbalize their feelings directly, and need outlets
for feelings of self-hatred, guilt, and self-destruction. Without ap-
propriate role models, the emotional environment can reinforce si-
lence. Children may be terrified of telling some deep family secret
because of shame or personal threats. Projective techniques can
often open the locked doors to children’s underlying and hidden
grief.

Depression in young children may appear as false smiles, hy-
peractivity, inability to concentrate, bullying, withdrawal, or isola-
tion. As difficult as it is for parents and professionals to see and
hear a child’s feelings of agony, we can only imagine how much
harder it would be for the child to live with these feelings in silence.

Activities to Use with Children as
They Deal with Suicide

* Provide tools to help children recognize their support system.

* Create an assignment with children called “The Circle of Trust. "
Children place their picture or name in the center of concentric
circles, then place people they trust the most in the next circle
with phone numbers, people they trust next in the next circle,
and people they don’t trust outside the circles. This tool can be
used to help children increase their awareness of their safe sup-
port system,

* Use projective techniques with children, Storytelling, drawing,

Puppets, clay figures, sand table figures, punching bags and
foam bats and balls are extremely effective ways of working
through difficult thoughts and feelings.

Make a memory book about the person who died. Remind the
child that the suicide was not the child’s fault.

Make a collage with magazines and newspapers of ways to work
through painful and overwhelming feelings safely.

Encourage the child to write a letter to the person who has died

of suicide, expressing feelings about that person and about how
that person died.

Provide a “‘worry box” where children can place written or drawn
worries about suijcide,

Continued on page 5
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continued from page 4

= Use activities involving writing, drawing, or talking about se-
crets:

.?ecrel Witch is a stuffed toy with an opening in her mouth
into which kids can put their secrets.

Secret marker hides writing until rewritten with uncod’ing
marker.

Lemon juice with a paintbrush hides secret until message
put under light.

Tape recorder talk is atime when children can whisper their
secrets into a tape recorder and play it back only if they
choose to share them. T

Computers for storytelling and writing secres. Children can
create a secret file and share if they choose. Remind children
they can share their secrets only if they wish, and that some
secrets are for sharing. (Adapted from Breaking the Silence,
1996).
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